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Social capital refers to trust, norms, and social networks. One of the
most importantfeatures of social capital is its claimed capacity of
promoting economic well-being. Theorists have assumed that any
such effects vary accordingto the nature of different types of social
capital. Using longitudinaldatafrom a nationallyrepresentativedataset, this study investigates the differentiated effects of individual
bonding and bridgingsocial capitalon subsequent personalincome
and income-to-needs ratios. The analyses demonstrate that bridging capital, indicated by involvement in various voluntary organizations, has small but significant effects on future economic wellbeing. However, bondingcapital, indicatedby connectionswith kin
andfriends as reflected through social activities, various help interactions, and perceived emergency supports, does not show such an
impact. These findings lend support to the theoretical assumption
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that bridgingcapital is more effective than bonding capitalin helping people advance economically. The findings have useful implications for community practice and the design of social programs.
Key words: social capital, bonding and bridging,individual level,
economic well-being

Social capital refers to trust, norms, and social networks
(Putnam, Leonardi, & Nanetti, 1993). Researchers have found
that social capital contributes a broad range of benefits to
society, with one of the most important of these its capacity
to improve economic well-being (Bordieu, 1986; Burt, 2000;
Coleman, 1988; Hutchinson et al., 2004; Knack & Keefer, 1997;
Lin, 1999a, 1999b; Putnam, 1995; Woolcock, 1998). Because
social capital is viewed as more accessible than other capital
forms for low-income people, it has aroused strong interest
as an approach for alleviating poverty (e.g., Fox & Gershman,
2000; Gittell & Vidal, 1998; Knack & Keefer, 1997).
There are two main approaches in social capital research.
One is to view social capital as an individual sense of belonging, while the other treats it as a collective entity of a community, or even a nation. In the development of social capital
research, scholars also have noticed that social capital varies in
its nature and functions. One major distinction in this respect
is to divide social capital into bonding and bridging capital.
Bonding capital, which generally refers to ties between family
members and friends, has been hypothesized to be most effective in helping people get by in their current situations. In
contrast, bridging capital is deemed to be associated with more
heterogeneous but weaker ties, and is argued to be more important for economic advancement (Beugelsdijk & Smulders,
2003; Briggs, 1998; Putnam, 2002).
Despite the general consensus of such distinctions between
bonding and bridging capital in social capital research, few
studies have examined the differential impacts of these two
forms of social capital at an individual level. This study addresses this knowledge gap. Based on a nationally representative sample of 3,198 adults from the National Survey of Families
and Households, we use a longitudinal design and regression
analyses to determine how both of these social capital forms
are related to subsequent individual and household income
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levels. The implications of the findings for policy and program
development then are discussed.
Review of Literature
Theoretical Perspectives on Social Capital
Numerous definitions of social capital and its hypothesized
effects have been presented in the literature. Putnam, who has
been especially influential both in theorizing about and studying social capital, refers to it as "features of social organization
such as networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit" (Putnam, Leonardi,
& Nanetti, 1993, p. 35). Among the three elements, networks
are usually viewed as fundamental in generating trust and
norms (e.g., Bordieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2007). For
example, Putnam (2007) also has interpreted social capital as
"social networks and the associated norms of reciprocity and
trustworthiness" (p. 137).
These social ties are argued to lead to both collective and
individual benefits. For example, Putnam views social capital
as a powerful tool to motivate community civic engagement,
to promote democracy and efficient governance, and consequently to facilitate economic growth. However, other social
capital definitions have emphasized its value on individual
well-being (Bordieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Lin, 1999a).
Theorists also have agreed that social capital varies ii its
nature and functions. In particular, there has been an increasing emphasis on differentiating bonding and bridging capital
as two primary forms. One primary approach of categorizing
this pair of concepts is based on the variation in the extent of
people's social and economic backgrounds in a network (Gittell
& Vidal, 1998; Putnam, 2002). Consequently, social networks
consisting of kin and friends often are considered as bonding
capital, which is argued to provide people in the group with
emotional and material supports for getting by in their daily
lives. However, because of the homogeneous characteristics of
group members, members in such networks are less likely to
communicate new information that may be valuable for their
economic advancement, such as job search or career development (Briggs, 1998).
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In contrast, bridging capital typically refers to memberships of various voluntary organizations. These organizations are more likely to include people from different social
and economic backgrounds, which consequently may serve
as a bridging function across race, gender, profession, income,
belief, and other barriers (Gittell & Vidal, 1998; Putnam,
2002). This feature of bridging capital makes it more likely to
expose people to fresh information and resources, which is
hypothesized to be more useful in helping people get ahead
(Briggs, 1998; Putnam, 2002).
One other important conceptual distinction concerns the
level at which social capital is considered, which in turn affects
the unit of analysis used in empirical studies. Putnam and his
colleagues (1993) initiated the contemporary application of aggregate social capital by viewing it as a collective good in a
community. It is seen as comprising part of the social context
for all people living in a community or nation, regardless of
individual variances in social capital accumulation. Individual
social capital perspectives, on the other hand, view social
capital as a personal belonging, so that social capital and its
impacts are measured at the individual level (Glaeser, Laibson,
& Sacerdote, 2002; Portes, 1998).
Regardless of these definitional differences, social capital is
widely viewed as an important factor contributing to economic
well-being (Bordieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 2005;
Putnam et al., 1993), and is regarded as a comparatively accessible capital form for the poor (Boisjoly, Duncan, & Hofferth,
1995; Light, 2004). Social capital theorists (e.g., Granovetter,
2005; Lin, 1999a) argue that social networks, the key elements
of social capital, have impacts on economic well-being in three
principle respects. First, they help to deliver trustworthy and
easily accessible information. Second, they help maintain good
market order through reward and punishment mechanisms
such as group exclusion or reputation recognition. Finally,
they foster trust, which reduces transaction costs and facilitates economic actions. Trust and norms are also often used
as indicators of social capital independently when examining
their impacts on economic well-being (e.g., Knack & Keefer,
1997; Whiteley, 2000).
Many empirical studies have used trust, norms, and social

The DifferentiatedImpact of Bridging & Bonding Social Capital

123

networks through volunteer group memberships to represent
social capital, and have found that social capital is positively
associated with economic well-being at community or national levels. However, such studies generally have not distinguished between the effects of bonding and bridging capital.
For example, Putnam et al.'s (1993) study in Italy and a series
of studies by other researchers using data from the World
Values Surveys (Knack & Keefer, 1997; Whiteley, 2000; Zak &
Knack, 2001) found that regional or national level social capital
was positively associated with GDP growth or investment
rates. Narayan and Pritchett's (1999) study in rural Tanzania
found that community social capital had a significant impact
on family incomes, with a one standard deviation increase in
village level social capital, corresponding to 20 to 30 percent
income increases for residents. Guiso, Sapienza, and Zingales
(2004) found that regional social capital in Italy was positively
associated with individual financial management activities,
such as the likelihood of using checks, access to institutional
credit, and investments in stocks.
At the individual level, many studies have found that
social capital contributes to improved job search and career
development outcomes. For example, Reingold (1999) examined job search channels of people aged 18-47 years living
in poor Chicago communities, and found that low-income
black males heavily relied on personal networks to find a job.
Using a 20-year longitudinal dataset of a group of children of
teenage mothers in Baltimore, Furstenberg and Hughes (1995)
found that children's individual social capital, as measured by
various inside family relationships and outside family connections, had significant impacts on their educational achievement and employment status.
DistinguishingBetween Bonding Capital and
Bridging Capital Effects
Among the few studies distinguishing between bonding
and bridging capital, only Briggs (1998) was found to examine
the differentiated effects of bonding capital and bridging
capital on individual economic well-being. In his study of residents of a New York public housing program, Briggs termed
bonding capital as "social support" capital and bridging
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capital as "social leverage" capital. The study found that black
adolescents with higher levels of social leverage capital, such
as networks including white people, had more perceived job
information. Unfortunately, a high proportion of these black
adolescents lacked such leverage capital.
Beugelsdijk and Smulders' (2003) study distinguished
between the economic impacts of bonding and bridging social
capital at the aggregate level. Using 54 European regions as
analysis units, this study measured bridging social capital by
memberships of various voluntary organizations, and bonding
capital by various ties with family, friends, and acquaintances.
The results indicated that bridging capital, but not bonding
capital, was positively associated with regional economic
growth.
Despite differing conceptual definitions, some studies
nonetheless have employed measures similar to those used in
the Briggs (1998) and Beugelsdijk and Smulders' (2003) studies.
For example, using data from the Italian National Institute of
Statistics and some other sources, Sabatini's (2008) study examined the impact of four types of aggregate level social capital
(strong family ties, networks with kin and friends, voluntary
group affiliations and activities engagement, and political
participation) on human development and other well-being.
The index of human development used included items of per
capital income, life expectancy, and high school attendance.
The study found that regional levels of voluntary organizational affiliations and engagement in activities exhibited a positive
impact on human development. In contrast, strong family ties
and networks with kin and friends actually showed negative
effects on human development, although they did improve life
quality by reducing worker's precariousness.
Using data from the Women's Employment Survey, Henly,
Danziger, and Offer (2005) examined the impact of perceived
social supports on the economic well-being of single mothers
with TANF experience. The social supports investigated in this
study, such as engaging relatives and friends in helping with
errands, childcare, emotional support, and money borrowing,
fit the concept of bonding capital well. The findings suggested
that although social supports did not show a significant impact
on monthly income or job quality, they reduced the likelihood
of living in poverty and experiencing hardships in housing,
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food, or medical care among study participants. Lombe and
Ssewamala's (2007) study investigated the impact of informal
social networks on micro-savings outcomes. The study defined
three types of informal social capital: community involvement, indicated by activities such as election participation;
help giving to kin and friends; and help received from kin and
friends. The results showed that community involvement and
help receiving did not affect respondent's saving activities, but
help giving was negatively associated with saving activities.
Despite widespread interest concerning the impact of social
capital on economic well-being, the existing empirical literature
is limited in several respects. First, most studies have focused
on the impact of aggregate social capital on economic wellbeing, without adequate attention to the effects of individual
social capital (Glaeser et al., 2002). Second, most of the existing
studies examining the relationships between social capital and
economic well-being at an individual level have used small or
local samples, which limits the generalization of research findings. Finally, there is no study that has used nationally representative data to examine the differential effects of individual
bonding capital and bridging capital on economic well-being.
The current study is designed to address these limitations. By
employing nationally representative, individual-level data, the
study examines whether bonding capital and bridging capital
affected individual economic well-being differently.
Data and Methods of Analysis
The data for this study are from the National Survey of
Families and Households (NSFH) wave 1 (1987-1988) and
wave 2 (1992-1994), which is a longitudinal panel study. At
wave one, 13,017 noninstitutionalized adults aged 19 and over
were randomly selected for interviews, and 10,007 of then were
followed up with wave two interviews.
Two major features of the NSFH make it appropriate for
the purposes of this study. First, respondents were asked about
their participation in various voluntary organizations, as well
as about a broad range of supports from and to kin and friends.
Second, the NSFH panel design allows tracing changes in economic status among individuals over time.

126

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Only non-student primary respondents who were interviewed at both waves and were aged 19-59 at wave 2 are included for the analyses. Such restrictions allow more meaningful comparisons in terms of social capital impacts on economic
well-being. A total of 3,248 respondents met these criteria
without missing values on variables for intended analyses.
However, 50 of these respondents that reported zero family
incomes additionally were excluded due to reporting errors.
The final sample therefore consists of 3,198 subjects.
Dependent Variables. Two variables are used as dependent
variables to represent individual economic well-being. The
first is respondent's personal income, which includes income
from wages, self-employment, social security, other pensions,
public assistance, government programs, child subsidies, interest and dividends, and other sources. The second measure is
income-to-needs ratios, which are calculated through dividing
family income by the poverty threshold for the relevant family
size. The personal income and family income used to construct
these two variables are adjusted to 1990 constant dollar values,
and natural logarithms are applied to handle the skewness of
these two variables. Because respondents with zero incomes
would result in missing values in the construction of logarithms, $1 income values were substituted for persons reporting zero incomes.
Independent Variables. The independent variables include
one measure of bridging capital and four measures of bonding
capital. Based on existing studies (e.g., Beugelsdijk & Smulders,
2003; Briggs, 1998; Putnam, 2002), group activity participation
is used to represent bridging capital, while social activities,
giving help to kin and friends, receiving help from kin and
friends, and perceived availability of emergency support are
used to represent bonding capital.

Bridging Capital
At wave 1, respondents were asked the following questions: "Here is a list of various kinds of organizations. How
often if at all, do you participate in each type of organization?"
The listed organizations included: fraternal groups; service
clubs; veterans' groups; political groups; labor unions; sports
groups; youth groups; school related groups; hobby or garden
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clubs; school fraternities or sororities; nationality groups; farm
organizations; literary, art, study or discussion groups; professional or academic societies; and church-affiliated groups. The
frequencies of these activities ranged from never to several
times a week, with 0 indicating never and 4 indicating several
times a week. The authors constructed a scale by summing
responses across questions for each respondent, with larger
numbers indicating more intense group activity participation.
The standardized Cronbach alpha is .68 for this constructed
variable.
Bonding Capital
Social activities. In NSFH, respondents were asked how
often they spent a social evening with 4 types of persons: (a)
relatives; (b) a neighbor; (c) people they work with; and (d)
friends who lived outside their neighborhoods. The frequencies
of these activities ranged from never to several times a week,
with 0 indicating never and 4 indicating several times a week.
For each respondent, a scale was constructed by summing responses across the questions for the four types of persons, with
larger numbers indicating higher frequencies. The standardized Cronbach alpha is .47 for this constructed variable.
Giving help to kin andfriends. Respondents were asked if they
had given help to the following kin and friends not living in
their households during the last month: friends, neighbors or
co-workers; adult sons or daughters; parents; brothers/sisters;
and other relatives. The content of help included: (a) babysitting or child care; (b) transportation; (c) other kinds of work
around the house; and (d) advice, encouragement, and moral
or emotional support. The matrix of help receivers and help
types forms 20 questions (i.e., five types of kin/friends x four
types of help). For each question, dummy coding was applied
with 0 indicating not giving help and 1 indicating helping. For
each respondent, a scale then was constructed by summing responses across these questions, with larger numbers indicating more help given to relatives and friends. The standardized
Cronbach alpha is .69 for this constructed variable.
Receiving help from kin and friends. The questions for this
variable were similar to those for the variable of giving help described above, but they instead asked if respondents received
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these types of help from kin and friends. In the constructed
scales for each individual, larger numbers indicate more help
received from kin and friends. The standardized Cronbach
alpha is .58 for this constructed variable.
Perceived emergency supports. Respondents were asked the
following three questions: (a) "Suppose that you had an emergency in the middle of the night and needed help. Who would
you call?" (b) "What if you had to borrow $200.00 for a few
weeks because of an emergency? Who would you ask?" and (c)
"Suppose you had a problem, and you were feeling depressed
or confused about what to do. Who would you ask for help or
advice?" For each question, respondents who answered "no
one" were assigned a value of 0, respondents who had one
type of kin or friend for help were assigned a value of 1, and
respondents who had more than one source were assigned a
value of 2. For each respondent, a scale then was constructed by summing responses across these questions, with larger
numbers indicating more perceived supports. The standardized Cronbach alpha is .49 for this constructed variable.
Control variables. Based on existing literature on individual's economic well-being, the OLS models control for a series
of variables that may impact individual incomes and incometo-needs ratios over time. These control variables are drawn
mainly from wave 1 variables, as well as several variables indicating important changes between wave 1 and wave 2.
Economically-related control variables include income,
employment status, and family history of public assistance
receipt. Wave 1 personal income and spouse or partner income
are adjusted to 1990 constant dollars, and natural logarithms
are used (zero income is replaced by $1 to avoid missing
values). Whether the respondent was currently working for
pay is dummy coded, with 1 indicating working. Respondents
who reported that their family had ever received public assistance before they were 16 are dummy coded as 1.
The control variables also include demographic and social
features. Age is represented in four groups: 19-24, 25-34, 3544, and 45-59. Race is categorized as white, black, and other
races. Education is categorized into three levels: less than high
school; high school; and some college or above. Respondents
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were also asked to rate their health status compared to people
of the same age. Those who rated their health status as excellent or very good are coded as 1, and those rated as fair, poor,
and very poor are coded as 0. Marital status includes never
married, married, and divorced, widowed, and separated. The
number of children under 18 at home includes four categories:
0, 1, 2, and 3 or more. Finally, respondents were classified as
living in the Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA) or not, and
codes for the Northeast, Northcentral, West, and South regions
of the country also were included.
In order to measure some important changes between the
two waves that may affect an individual's economic wellbeing, three additional variables are controlled. Two of these
used wave 2 measures. The first determined whether respondents had received a degree between the two waves, while
the second measured whether respondents had changed their
address between the two waves. Both variables are dummy
coded with 1 indicating yes. Respondent's marital status
change between wave 1 and wave 2 used information from
both waves. It includes three categories: no change, changed
from non-married status to married status, and changed from
married status to non-married status.
We will present descriptive analysis about the characteristics of the sample. Next, in the multivariate analysis, Ordinal
Least Square (OLS) regression models will be used to examine
the impact of various types of individual social capital on respondent's income and income-to-needs ratios.
Sample Characteristics

Table 1 presents the weighed demographic, social, and economic characteristics of the sample (N=3,198). The table first
shows the dependent variable values of personal income and
income to needs ratio at wave 2. The mean and median personal income for respondents were $30,179 and $24,250 respectively (logged mean values of 9.26 and median values of 10.1).
The mean and median income-to-needs ratios were 4.76 and
3.9 respectively (logged values of 1.23 and 1.36).
In terms of respondent social capital at wave 1, the mean
bridging capital (group activity) was 4.62 in a range of 0 - 43.
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This average value corresponds to a respondent attending five
types of voluntary organization activities several times a year
(5 groups x a code of 1 for frequency of participation), or alternatively having been involved more intensively with a smaller
number organizations. Among the four types of bonding
capital, the mean value of social activities was 6.00 in a range
from 0 - 16. For example, this average level of bonding capital
equates to a respondent going out for a social evening with
two types of relatives or friends about once a week (2 types of
relatives/friends x a code of 3 for frequency of contact).
Table la: Sample Characteristics: Weighted Means and Proportions
(N=3,198)
Std Dev
Mean/Percent
Variables
9.26
2.76
W2 Personal Income (In)
36,638
30,179
W2 Personal Income ($)
1.12
1.23
W2 Income to Needs Ratio (In)
4.10
4.76
W2 Income to Needs Ratio
4.42
4.62
Bridging capital (Group activities)
Bonding capital
2.74
6.00
Social activities
2.86
4.24
Giving help
2.44
2.97
Receiving help
0.60
2.85
Emergency support
3.26
8.68
W1 personal income (In)
27,132
23,961
W1 personal income ($)
4.35
7.69
W1 Spouse/partner income (In)
51,352
28,169
W1 Spouse/partner income ($)
Note: W1 represents wave 1, W2 represents wave 2.

Results
The other variables representing bonding capital are giving
and receiving help from kin and friends, and perceived emergency supports. The mean values for help given to kin and
friends was 4.24 in a range from 0 - 23, which roughly corresponds to a respondent giving one type of help to four types
of kin/friends in the last month or more intensive help to a
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Table 1b: Sample Characteristics: Weighted Means and Proportions
(N=3,198)
Variables
Mean/Percent
Working currently
83%
Age
19 to 24
10%
25 to 34
40%
35 to 44
34%
45 to 59
17%
Race
Non-Hispanic white
88%
Black
7%
Other races
5%
Gender Male
42%
Education
Less than high school
4%
High school
41%
Some college or above
55%
Received degree between W1 & W2
7%
Excellent or good health
87%
Marital Status
Never married
9%
Married
81%
10%
Divorced, separated, widowed
Marital status change between waves
No change
85%
Non-married to married
10%
Married to non-married
5%
Number of children at home
0
32%
1
24%
2
29%
3+
16%
Families ever received public assistance
7%
Address change
21%
Metropolitan statistical areas
74%
Region
South
31%
Northeast
18%
Northcentral
31%
West
19%
Note: W1 represents wave 1, W2 represents wave 2.
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smaller number of kin and friends. Help received from kin and
friends ranged from 0 - 19 with a mean value of 2.97, with
the interpretation similar to that above for help received. The
mean perceived emergency support was 2.85 in a range of 0
- 6. An example of this level of perceived support would be a
respondent believing she could ask a family member or friend
for night emergency help, to borrow $200, and to obtain advice
for a problem (i.e., 3 types of support x 1 source =3).
Among the economically related control variables measured at wave 1, the mean value of respondent personal
income was $23,961, with the associated logged value of 8.68.

Results of MultivariateAnalyses
Personalincome. Table 2 presents the outcomes of two OLS
regressions predicting wave 2 economic well-being: one with
personal income as the dependent variable and the other with
income-to-needs ratio as the dependent variable. The model
predicting wave 2 personal income (In) is significant (F = 37.74,
p < .0001) with an adjusted R2 of .26, indicating that 26% of the
variance in wave 2 personal income (In) can be explained by
the model.
When controlling for other factors, wave 1 bridging capital
had a small but significant impact on wave 2 personal income
(ln) (b = .02, p < .05). However, none of the bonding capital
variables, including social activities, help given to kin and
friends, help received from kin and friends, and perceived
emergency support, was significantly associated with wave 2
personal income (In).
Many control variables measured at wave 1 were significantly related to wave 2 personal income (In). Among the
economic-related variables, respondent personal income (In),
work status, and spouse or partner income (In) all were statistically significant. Each unit increase in respondent personal
wave 1 income (In) resulted in a .24 unit increase in their wave
2 personal income (In) (p <. 0001). Similarly, respondents who
were working for pay at wave 1 had a much higher wave 2
personal income (In) (b = 1.01, p < .0001). In contrast, wave 1
spouse or partner income (In) had a small but negative impact
on wave 2 personal income (In) (b = -.03, p < .05).
Education and several demographic variables also were
significantly related to wave 2 personal income. As would be
expected, compared with those with less than a high school
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Table 2: OLS Regression Outcomes of Social Capital on Economic
Well-Being
Variables)
Intercept
Bridging canital
Bonding capital
Social activities
Giving help
Receiving help
Emergency support
Personal income
Spouse/partner income
Working currently
Age (19-24)
25 - 34
35 - 44

W2 personal income
Coeff. S.E. Pr > It I
4.92 0.37 <.0001
0.045
0.02 0.01

W2 income-to-needs ratio
Coeff. S.E. Pr > I t I
<.0001
-0.88 0.16
0.008
0.01 0.00

<.0001 *

0.00
0.00
0.00
0.03
0.03
0.04
0.24

0.01
0.01
0.01
0.03
0.01
0.01
0.05

0.657
0.884
0.762
0.347
<.0001 *
<.0001
<.0001 *

0.708
0.107
0.653

0.08
0.35
0.38

0.06
0.07
0.08

0.160
<.0001 *
<.0001 *

0.06
0.08
0.04

<.0001 *
<.0001
0.886

0.09
0.09
0.07
0.05

<.0001 *
<.0001 *
0.086

0.00
-0.01
0.03
-0.01
0.24
-0.03
1.01

0.02
0.02
0.02
0.07
0.02
0.01
0.13

0.754
0.609
0.305
0.896
<.0001 *

0.05
0.25
0.08

0.14
0.15
0.18

0.029

*

45 -59
Race (White)
-0.38
-0.02 0.14 0.909
Black
-0.39
-0.25 0.17 0.143
Other races
1.08 0.09 <.0001 ** -0.01
Male
Education (Less than high school)
0.65
1.05 0.20 <.0001
High school
0.88
1.08 0.21 <.0001 *
Some college or above
0.12
0.55 0.16
0.000 *
R received degree between W1 & W2
0.13
-0.08 0.12
0.481
Good or excellent health status
Marital status (Never married)
0.23
-0.59 0.20 0.003 **
Married
-0.01
0.606
-0.09 0.17
Divorced, separated, and widowed
Marital status change between waves (No change)
0.46
0.135
-0.23 0.16
Non-married to married
1.23 0.19 <.0001 *** -0.29
Married to non-married
Number of children at home (0)
-0.18
0.14 0.12
0.224
1
-0.22
0.013
0.30 0.12
2
-0.49
0.28 0.14
0.051
3'
0.13
-0.08 0.12
0.481
Good or excellent health status
-0.11
0.778
Families ever received public assistance -0.04 0.14
0.00
0.401
0.08 0.10
Address change between waves
0.15
0.21 0.10
0.034
Metropolitan statistical areas
Region (South)
0.15
0.14 0.12 0.239
Northeast
0.04
0.05 0.10 0.613
Northcentral
0.02
0.00 0.12 0.997
West
0.24
0.27
R2
0.24
0.26
Adjusted R2
37.74
<0001 *** 33.10
F-value
31
31
DF

0.013

*

0.09

0.007

**

0.07

0.937

0.07
0.08

<.0001 *
0.000 *

0.05
0.05
0.06
0.05
0.06
0.04
0.04

0.000 *
<.0001 *
<.0001 *

0.05
0.04
0.05

0.005
0.402
0.680

<.0001

00
Notes: * p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<. 1. Categories in parentheses are used as reference
groups.W1 represents wave 1, W2 represents wave 2.

0.013

*

0.072
0.998
0.000

*
*
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education, respondents with a high school education (b = 1.05,
p < .0001) and some college or above education (b = 1.08, p <
.0001) had significantly higher average wave 2 personal income
(In). Similarly, respondents who acquired a degree between
wave 1 and wave 2 (b = .55, p < .0001) had higher average
wave 2 personal income (In). Being male also was associated
with higher average wave 2 personal income (In) (b = 1.08, p
<.0001).
Several household and family composition variables were
related to wave 2 personal income. Married respondents
tended to have a lower average wave 2 personal income (In)
than never married respondents (b = -.59, P < .01), but they
were not significantly different from those who were divorced,
widowed, or separated. Compared with those who maintained
their marital status between the two waves, respondents who
changed from married status to non-married status increased
their average wave 2 personal income (In) (b=1.23, p<.0001).
Compared with those without a child under 18 at home, respondents with two children (b = .30, P < .05) were more likely
to have a higher average wave 2 personal income (In), and
respondents with three and more children (b = .28, p = .051)
also showed a positive impact at a nearly significant level.
Those living in a Metropolitan Statistical Area likewise had
higher average wave 2 personal income (b = .21, p <.05).
Income-to-needs ratio. The model predicting wave 2 incometo-needs ratios (In) also is significant (F = 33.10, p < .0001), with
an adjusted R2 of .24. When controlling for other factors, wave
1 bridging capital had a small but significant impact on wave
2 income-to-needs ratios (In) (b = .01, p < .001). As with the
personal income model, however, none of the bonding capital
measures even approached significance.
Both wave 1 personal income (In) (b = .03, p < .0001) and
spouse or partner income (In) (b = .04, p < .0001) were positively associated with wave 2 income-to-needs ratios (In).
Respondents who were working for pay at wave 1 likewise
had higher average income-to-needs ratios at wave 2 (b = .24, p
<.0001). Education also had important effects; compared with
those with less than a high school education, those with a high
school degree (b = .65, p < .0001) and some college and above
education (b = .88, p < .0001) had dramatically higher average
wave 2 income-to-needs ratios.
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Among the demographic variables, respondents aged 3544 (b = .35, p < .0001) and 45-59 (b = .38, p < .0001) had higher

average wave 2 income-to-needs ratios than respondents aged
19-24. In addition, blacks (b = -.38, p < .0001) and other races
(b = -.39, p < 0001) had lower average wave 2 income-to-needs
ratios (In) when compared with whites.
Household composition variables also had significant
effects. When compared with those never married, married respondents had a higher average wave 2 income-to-needs ratio
(In) (b = .23, p < .01). Marital status changes between wave
1 and wave 2 significantly affected wave 2 income-to-needs
ratio (In) in predictable ways. When compared with those who
did not change their marital status between the two waves,
respondents who changed from non-married status to married
status had a sizably higher average wave 2 income-to-needs
ratio (In) (b = .46, p < .0001). In contrast, those who changed
from married status to non-married status had sizably lower
average wave 2 income-to-needs ratios (In) (b = -.29, p < .001).
The number of children at wave 1 was negatively associated
with wave 2 income-to-needs ratios. Compared with those
without a child under 18 at home, those with one child (b
= -.18, p < .001), two children (b = -. 22, p < .0001), and three

and more children (b = -.49, p < .0001) had significantly lower
average wave 2 income-to-needs ratios (In). In addition, residing in Metropolitan Statistics Areas (b = .15, p < .001) and the
Northeast (b = .05, p < .01) resulted in an increase in average
wave 2 income-to-needs ratios (In).
Discussion and Study Limitations
The findings show that bridging capital, as indicated by
the frequency of participation in the activities of various voluntary organizations, has small but statistically significant
impacts on respondent future economic well-being. However,
bonding capital, as represented by social activities with kin
and friends, help giving to and receiving from kin and friends,
and perceived support in emergency situations, does not show
such effects. The findings corroborate theoretical hypotheses
that bridging capital but not bonding capital help people
advance economically (Briggs, 1998). The findings are also
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generally consistent with previous studies which examine the
economic impacts of one or both of these two types of social
capital (Beugelsdijk & Smulders, 2003; Briggs, 1998; Lombe &
Ssewamala, 2007; Sabatini, 2008).
The effect sizes of the bridging capital on income and
income-to-needs ratio are small, but that should not suggest
that this type of social capital is unimportant. Using similar
measures, previous studies have shown that bridging capital
has substantial impacts on economic well-being at the aggregate level (Beugelsdijk & Smulders, 2003; Guiso et al., 2004;
Knack & Keefer, 1997; Narayan & Pritchett, 1999; Putnam et
al., 1993; Whiteley, 2000; Zak & Knack, 2001). It is possible
that this type of bridging capital has more powerful impacts
on economic well-being at the aggregate level, because it can
improve local governance and trust levels critical to aggregate
economic achievement. Future studies that could simultaneously measure both individual level and aggregate level effects
would be particularly interesting. For example, it would be
useful to determine if individual social capital effects are more
profound in community environments that have higher levels
of aggregate social capital.
The findings suggest substantial advantages of bridging
capital on future economic achievement over bonding capital,
given the fact that under some circumstances bonding capital
can also promote individual economic well-being. The bridging capital effect sizes also may be constrained somewhat due
to limitations in more detailed employment measurements
of the dataset. For example, micro-enterprise is effective for
people's economic improvement, and it often gains support
from kin and friends (Schreiner, 1999). In addition, others not
engaged in microenterprises may work in the businesses of
relatives or close friends. The dataset unfortunately does not
allow us to determine the extent of such employment situations in this sample. Yet, the fact that bonding capital shows no
significant effects, despite these possibilities, is telling.
Among control factors used in this study, respondents'
wave 1 personal income, employment status, and having a
higher educational level were all positively associated with
both wave 2 respondent personal income and income-to-needs
ratio. These results are consistent with expectations and with
the general consensus of existing research. They represent the
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obvious importance of previous financial capital and employment positions, as well as human capital investments, to subsequent economic outcomes.
Some factors differed in their effects on wave 2 personal
income versus income-to-needs ratio. For example, wave 1
spouse or partner income had a small but positive impact on
wave 2 income-to-needs ratio, but a negative impact on wave
2 respondent income. The positive impact of spouse or partner
income on income-to-needs ratio is consistent with the previously mentioned impact of initial income on subsequent
income. In contrast, the negative impact on wave 2 respondent
income likely results because marriage often has disincentive
effects on dual-worker family labor force participation. That
is, as income for the primary wage earner increases, a spouse
may have the choice of substituting other family functions
for work. Current tax policies such as the Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC) reduce tax credits to a family as incomes increase
beyond threshold levels, which can cause secondary workers
in the family to reduce their work hours without substantially
affecting overall family incomes (Eissa & Hoynes, 2004).
When compared with those without children at wave 1,
respondents with two and more children at wave 1 had higher
wave 2 personal incomes at wave 2, but lower wave 2 incometo-needs ratio. This may indicate that parents with more children are pressured to earn more to support the family. Yet,
the increased earnings often are insufficient to fully offset
increased income needs resulting from larger family sizes,
which accounts for declining income-to-needs ratios (Cancian,
Haveman, Meyer, & Wolfe, 2002).
Being married at wave 1 or changing from non-married
status at wave 1 to married status at wave 2 were associated
with increased income-to-needs ratio, while changing from
married status at wave 1 to non-married status at wave 2 was
associated with declining income-to-needs ratio. These results
are consistent with the general consensus that marriage is
beneficial for family economic status (Cancian, et al., 2002).
However, being married at wave 1 was negatively associated
with personal income at wave 2. This again is likely due to
the previously mentioned substitution of other family functions for work in some married couples, as well as disincentive effects of EITC on dual-worker family earnings (Eissa &

138

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Hoynes, 2004). In contrast, when married respondents at wave
1 were divorced by wave 2, they tended to have higher personal income at wave 2, and lower wave 2 income-to-needs
ratio. Further analysis with gender breakdowns found that
these changes only occurred with females. This is consistent
with previous research which suggested that divorce would
increase females' labor force participation, but would nonetheless harm their family economic status (Kitson & Morgan,
1990).
Several data limitations in this study should be noted. First,
bridging capital was measured solely by respondents' voluntary group affiliations. It would be more desirable to consider
additional bridging capital measures, especially those that
could be viewed as most closely linked to employment opportunities. Second, similar to previous empirical studies (e.g.,
Beugelsdijk & Smulders, 2003; Putnam, 1995), the NSFH does
not contain the necessary information to allow the construction
of both bonding and bridging capital to reflect the variances of
the items used to create the indicators. For example, bridging
capital in this study was indicated by a scale summing the frequency of attending various voluntary organizational activities, with each of these organizational activities being treated
as having the same bridging capacity. If the dataset contained
more detailed information regarding these organizations and
relevant activities, such as the size and demographic characteristics of the members, more precise measures of bridging
capital could be constructed. Finally, the data used in this
study are from two waves of interviews conducted five years
apart. This longitudinal data has the advantage of showing the
impacts of social capital on economic well-being over time.
However, such a wide time span also increases the likelihood
that unobserved changes during the period of the two surveys
may confound outcomes at wave 2 in the models.
Implications
The findings from this study have useful implications for
social policy and community program development. Social
capital has been a key concern in government policy development in the United Kingdom and some other European
countries (Edwards, 2004). In addition, the World Bank has

The Differentiated Impact of Bridging & Bonding Social Capital

139

implemented various social capital related projects to assist
poor persons around the world, with a particular focus on establishing bridging ties that connect and engage participants
with broad information and resources (Fox & Gershman, 2000).
There also is growing interest in social capital implementation
in the United States (Brisson & Usher, 2005; Gittell &Vidal, 1998;
Hutchinson, et al., 2004), as evidenced by increasing attention
to social networks within and outside communities in community development projects (Saegert, 2006). For example, The
Annie E. Casey Foundation launched a decade-long "Making
Connections" project in 10 U.S. cities in 1999 to improve child
well-being in disadvantaged communities. One primary strategy of this initiative is to strengthen connections within and
outside communities for families to reach job opportunities,
develop financial knowledge and skills, and enhance community social support (Brisson & Usher, 2005). The findings from
these studies confirm the importance of focusing on bridging
ties in poverty reduction centered programs.
The findings from this study can also contribute to the
design of community-based service programs with traditionally narrow targets. That is, many community programs focus
exclusively on the poor, which results in limited access within
programs to people with diverse social and economic backgrounds. The availability of bridging capital opportunities in
such programs often is very limited, so adding program elements that actively establish bridging ties may be useful. In
community educational or training programs, instructors or
guest speakers are among the important sources of bridging capital. In this sense, the selection of instructors or guest
speakers should be based not only on who can accurately
provide relevant knowledge, but also on who may offer potential bridging capital for the participants. For example, community-based asset building programs that provide low-income
people with financial product knowledge (Anderson, Zhan, &
Scott, 2004; Lombe & Ssewamala, 2007) can invite bankers or
other economically successful community residents to serve as
guest speakers. The interactions of these guest speakers with
program participants can establish a kind of bridging capital,
which offers either channels to targeted financial activities or
concrete models to enhance incentives for sustainable assetbuilding behaviors among program participants. However, the
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exclusive usage of bankers or other highly successful persons
could discourage low-income people's incentive for such
movement if they view the achievements or status of these
people as being unobtainable. Therefore, it may be useful to
experiment with using more moderately successful residents
with more similar backgrounds to the participants as lecturers
or mentors. Similarly, in training programs for jobless persons,
volunteer lectures from various employers or job hunter organizations would be preferred, because they are people who
have high potential of providing bridging capital for the participants (Lockhart, 2005).
Finally, it should be mentioned that emphasis on the importance of bridging capital on economic well-being is not
meant to diminish the importance of bonding capital in other
important domains of well-being. While bonding capital is not
related to economic well-being in this study, it has been shown
to be critical for access to emotional support and supporting assistance with day-to-day functioning, which can help individuals to get by in difficult times such as food shortages, losing a
home, or suffering from depression (Briggs, 1998; Henly et al.,
2005). Under certain circumstances, such as the development
of micro-enterprises, bonding capital may be critical for individuals' economic achievement (Schreiner, 1999). More clearly
understanding the differential benefits of these two types of
social capital is an important task for future research, which
carries the potential to better inform community planners and
service agents about the most effective strategies for infusing
social capital ideas into programs for the disadvantaged.
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